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IS THERE ROOM FOR PLANTATIONS IN FAIR TRADE?
Contributing Writer
Daniel Jaffee

When the certifier Fair Trade USA
(FTUSA) announced in 2011 that it
would split from the international
fair trade system and create its own
certification scheme, the fair trade
movement erupted in controversy.
Arguing that it was wrong to exclude hired laborers from the benefits of fair trade, FTUSA’s new standards for the first time permit the
unlimited certification of all crops
from agribusiness plantations, including coffee. However, largely
missing from the rhetoric on both
sides of this move was a deeper discussion of the significance of agribusiness plantations. What is their
structural relationship to the peasant smallholders who have been
at the center of fair trade since its
inception? Is there room within fair
trade for both small producers and
plantations?

ternational standards of FTI still prohibit the certification of several key
crops from plantations —including
coffee, cacao, sugar, cotton, honey
and rice — in order to protect small
producers growing these crops. Importantly, these six crops together
represent fully 76% of total global
fair trade sales.
For this reason, the economic stakes
around expanding hired labor certification into these crops are very
high. They represent a lucrative
market for large corporate food
firms, who would prefer to receive
fair trade certification for their existing supply chains relying on

The “hired labor” form of fair trade
was originally intended as a minor
supplement to small-farmer production in crops such as tea and bananas. As the international certifier
FLO (now Fairtrade International, or
FTI) and TransFair USA (now FTUSA)
expanded the range of certified
products from plantations, however, they also began to argue that
this was an opportunity to reform
labor practices in the plantation
sector.
What does “fair trade” mean in the
context of plantations? The hired
labor standards of both FTUSA and
FTI require companies to pay national minimum wages (but not a
living wage), allow workers to organize (but not guarantee the presence of independent labor unions),
and pay fair trade premiums into
funds administered by workermanagement “joint bodies.” As of
2012, there were 187,500 hired laborers in fair trade globally, an increase of 46% since 2008. Despite
this growth, plantations accounted
for only 10% of total fair trade sales
in 2012. One reason is that the in-
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monocrop plantations, rather than
having to source them from smallfarmer cooperatives. In the U.S.,
with FTUSA’s departure from the FTI
system, their wishes have now been
granted.

istent, that certifiers do not monitor
labor conditions effectively, that
“joint bodies” are often unrepresentative and problematic, and that
management frequently impedes
labor organizing.

While academic research shows that
access to fair trade markets often
generates real and even significant
social and economic benefits for
small producers, the story is different for the hired labor model. The
academic literature on the social
impact of fair trade on plantations,
with a few exceptions, indicates
that financial benefits to workers
are minimal and sometimes nonex-

Crucially, the expansion of fair trade
certification into plantations is not
being driven by labor unions or labor rights organizations, but rather
by large coffee roasters and other
retailers, including grocery chains
anxious to offer more variety and
volume of certified products under
their store brands.
In order to evaluate the appropriateness of designating plantation
production as “fair,” it is important
to examine the forces pushing small
producers around the world off of
their lands. Sociologist Philip McMichael writes that “commercial
agriculture and habitat degradation
routinely expel peasants … from
rural livelihoods.” This process of
depeasantization creates a vulnerable wage-dependent labor force
in rural areas and fuels migration
from the countryside to cities across
the global South. The structural
adjustment policies mandated by
the World Bank and IMF promote
monoculture, export-oriented agriculture as the only development
strategy for indebted nations. “Free
trade” policies also contribute to this
dispossession. Finally, the growth of
plantations is a manifestation of the
“global land grab” — the dramatic
increase since 2007 in the purchase
and long-term leasing of land in the
global South to grow monocultures
of food and biofuel crops, almost
always without consulting the inhabitants. This land — at least 100
million acres to date — is being
acquired for extremely low prices
by hedge and equity funds, investment banks and some national
governments. As a result, millions
of peasant farmers are being displaced from their lands and homes.
Viewing fair trade certification of
plantations in this broader context
helps to illuminate how it affects
the small producers whom fair
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trade was created to benefit. Even if FTUSA and FTI only
granted certification to plantations with the best labor
policies, they would still be ratifying a production model
that directly competes against small producers. According to FTI statistics, across all crops, the existing smallproducer organizations are only able to sell 31% of their
harvests at fair trade prices, due to insufficient demand.
Yet large corporate buyers prefer to buy from large-scale
producers whenever possible. Under these conditions, to
certify plantation crops as “fair trade” undermines the livelihoods of organized small producers of the same crops,
who are made more vulnerable by the growth of these
very export-oriented plantations. In his book Land Grabbing, Stefano Liberti quotes an investment fund manager,
speaking at an elite land investor conference, who tells attendees “There’s no point trying to fool ourselves. Largescale agricultural businesses take land, water and markets
from small farmers. We’re going to sell our products at a
lower price, and we’re going to compete with small family
farmers.”
To be clear, the point is not that plantation agriculture is
not in dire need of strict regulation and reform of its labor
and environmental practices. Quite the contrary: conditions on plantations are often highly abusive. However,
a fair trade system whose foundational goal is to create
greater social and economic justice for marginalized small
producers cannot simultaneously be the vehicle for placing a stamp of approval on slightly less-exploitative practices by agribusiness corporations and local elites. Independent unions and strong public regulation are vital to
curtailing labor rights abuses in agribusiness, and a separate certification for plantation products could also be a
useful option. However, the same fair trade seal used to
protect democratically organized small producers, and to
make that clear to consumers, is not the appropriate tool
to accomplish this goal.
U.S. consumers who want to know that their fair trade
purchases are supporting small producers now have both
new challenges and new options. With FTUSA’s departure
from the FTI system, there is no longer any way to know
whether its certified products come from plantations or
democratically organized farmers. The Fairtrade America
seal, which applies the standards of its parent FTI, at least
ensures that several major crops come exclusively from
small producers. Finally, the new Small Producers’ Symbol
(SPP) is placed only on goods from small-producer organizations.
Despite the conflicts that have shaken the movement and
split the certification system, the fair trade model continues to help sustain organized small producers and their
communities across the Global South. Yet there is more
need than ever for truly fair trade.
Parts of this article are excerpted from the 2014 updated edition of Daniel Jaffee’s book, Brewing Justice, with permission
from the University of California Press.

The Darjeeling Distinction: Labor and Justice on Fair Trade Tea
Plantations in India
by Sarah Besky, 2014
Sarah Besky lived and worked with tea plantation laborers in Darjeeling, and she evaluates the ability of three different movements — fair trade, geographic indication and
state independence — to bring justice to tea pickers. She argues that none of these
movements adequately accounts for the perceptions and needs of the workers themselves. Because local laws require plantations to provide workers with provisions such
as housing, in some cases fair trade duplicates government requirements, and in others
it can even undermine them. She notes that worker rights should be guaranteed by
governments and should not be an optional market incentive.
FWP Conclusion: In the specific context of tea plantations in Darjeeling, fair trade
certification is not the right tool to bring justice to plantation workers.

Brewing Justice: Fair Trade Coffee, Sustainability and Survival
by Daniel Jaffee, updated edition, 2014
Daniel Jaffee lived and worked with coffee farmers in Oaxaca, Mexico, and his original
2007 book followed the lives of organic and fair trade coffee farmers there, as well as
provided context for the fair trade movement through extensive interviews and analysis.
His updated version analyzes changes within the movement over the past seven years
and makes further recommendations for strengthening it.
FWP Conclusion: Among the indigenous farmers in Oaxaca represented in this
book, fair trade did have measurable positive outcomes. But the fair trade movement has a long way to go to fully achieve its goals, and including plantations in
the fair trade model goes against its original intent to support small-scale farmers.

Fair Trade, Employment and Poverty Reduction in Ethiopia and Uganda
by Christopher Cramer, Deborah Johnston, Carlos Oya and John Sender,
2014
This research found that wage laborers in Uganda and Ethiopia, on both fair trade plantations and fair trade small-scale farms, were not any better off in terms of pay and working
conditions than those on non-certified farms.
FWP Conclusion: The report contributes greatly to the visibility of wage laborers
in fair trade, and it hints at what appears to be backed up anecdotally also — that
fair trade is most successful when it involves long-term relationships with committed buyers throughout the supply chain and does not rely on certification to bring
about change.

The Fair Trade Scandal: Marketing Poverty to Benefit the Rich
by Ndongo Samba Sylla, 2014
Ndongo Samba Sylla’s research concludes that only 3% of the money spent on fair trade
products in rich countries actually makes it back to producers — and that money does
little to lift people out of poverty, especially in the poorest countries.
FWP Conclusion: The marketing rhetoric of major certifiers and large multinational
companies has become too distant from the on-the-ground fair trade movement.
It is time to re-emphasize the need for both policy transformation and authentic,
market-based initiatives focused on solidarity.

FWP Overall Analysis in Light of Recent Research: Fair trade certification is
not the right tool for plantations, and expectations of certification in general
should be reviewed and improved; this is particularly the case as larger corporate players enter the movement. However, where farmers and brands have
remained committed to the principles of fair trade and to building meaningful
relationships, fair trade is still working well.
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